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Scrutinizing the Cybersell:
Teen-Targeted Web Sites as Texts
Darren Crovitz explains that the explosive growth of Web-based content and communication in recent years compels us to teach students how to examine the "rhetorical nature and ethical dimensions of the online world." He demonstrates successful approaches to accomplish this goal through his analysis of the selling techniques of two Web sites targeted to a teen audience and his description of a project in which team members devise ways to teach students to consider the language and design elements of a selected site.
O ver the last decade, analyzing and assessing online information has become a regular part of many English classes. We now expect students to become familiar with the advantages and disadvantages of Internet research, including how to evaluate the credibility of Web sites and the information they contain. As online environments become more sophisticated, however, we might consider expanding students' critical-thinking opportunities beyond the concerns of traditional research. While media literacy has been a part of our field for several decades, the explosion in Webbased content and communication in the last few years combined with youth culture's embrace of these developments make it vital that we consider the academic potential of these new texts.
Take a moment to consider the thousands of products marketed to young people-the wide spectrum of snack foods, soft drinks, candy, toys, games, clothes, and gadgets competing for their money and attention. Now consider that many of these products have a slick Web site devoted to grabbing and holding a kid's attention and associating that product or brand with what's cool. Corporations are no longer limited to the old-media advertising strategies of print, radio, and TV. Digital advances in image, sound, video, animation, and design now allow companies to embed their product pitch within an interactive cyberreality, allowing a particular target consumer-suburban teenage boys, for instance-to be represented, defined, and influenced.
It may be tempting to shake our heads at this latest development in consumer culture while also considering it beyond the scope of an English class.
Because these sites specifically target students, however, they are a rich opportunity to help young people learn about rhetorical analysis and the need to weigh messages that are immediately relevant to their lives. In doing so, we address a primary need of multimodal literacy ("to understand how [such) works make meaning, how they are based on conventions, and how they are created for and respond to specific communities or audiences") while centering our practice in real examples of language and image use in their world ("NCTE, " par. 16 ). While classroom analysis of how advertising works to manipulate an audience is nothing new, viewed within the broader field of media and digital literacy these skills take on increased importance. "If our children are to be able to navigate their lives through this multi-media culture," explain Elizabeth Thoman and Tessa Jolls in "Literacy for the 21st Century: An Overview and Orientation Guide to Media Literacy Education," they will need more than the conventional skills of reading and writing print texts: "they need to be fluent in 'reading' and 'writing' the language of images and sounds" as well (6). One of my classes imagined students engaging in peer instruction, creating lessons using a particular site as a text. As site "experts," each group would be responsible for designing an interesting class activity with specific tasks, questions, and goals, asking their classmates to draw conclusions.
Any prolonged discussion of teen-targeted
Web texts also needs to account for their transience.
As the cutting edge of cool renders today's fad into tomorrow's dead style, so these sites are constantly evolving in an attempt to remain relevant. In fact, the Doritos site described above was completely Once teams have decided on a prospective site, I ask them to build a project around this multilayered text that will draw in students and get them to think critically about how language, image, film, and other design elements are used, and why. Teams must come up with a way to introduce other students to a vocabulary of textual analysis and then create concrete tasks that ask students to apply their understanding to specific parts of the Web site.
Then they must design a way for students to articulate their understanding of the design choices at work-including an assessment of how the target audience is represented and why-in service of a larger goal: developing the ability to critique multimodal arguments and evaluate both their message and the means by which it is delivered. 
Final Thoughts
In the last several years, I have asked students in my undergraduate and graduate English education courses to create substantial "digital projects" on a topic of their choice: students can make digital films, design wiki sites, and (if they are currently teachers) create a blog to bring an immediate online dimension to the classes they are teaching. These projects can be challenging and time-intensive, and yet students are almost universally positive when reflecting on the assignment's worth. Current teachers are especially enthusiastic. "My students love blogging and they're working on their own Web sites," goes a typical comment, "and now they want to make iMovies, and I really feel like I can help them." I mention this assignment to point out what many teachers have experienced already: We are fast moving into an era of using and creating multimodal texts that requires students to think in complex ways about creating and organizing elements of language, image, sound, and interactivity. Many teenagers are already far beyond their teachers in practical digital skills, be it Web design, programming, or online networking. Certainly there is much we can learn from students; indeed, many English teachers may feel themselves hopelessly inadequate around anything tech-related, without a vocabulary much less a skill set. Yet in terms of helping students understand the rhetorical nature and ethical dimensions of the online world they inhabit now and in the future, English teachers have a grounding in the discipline that makes them well-suited as mentors. We know that texts work to create specific effects on a particular audience, and we can help students measure and weigh the ramifications of this fact even as they are creating texts of their own.
On average, young people now spend about three hours each day on the Internet, as much time as they do watching television (Davis) . And just as TV can be watched from a noncritical, passive perspective, so too can teens surf the Web-or build Web sites-without analyzing or evaluating the information they encounter, treating at face value that which has been constructed for an intended effect. Since "[mlost media messages are organized to gain profit and/or power," it becomes essential that students gain practice in critiquing such texts (Thoman and Jolls 15) . We want them to have the capacity to deal proactively and thoughtfully with all manner of online branding, selling, and messaging, rather than simply reacting. Teaching the rhetorical use of language, symbolism, and imagery has traditionally been an important part of our discipline, and as technology creates new forms of multimodal texts that demand new literacies from our students, English teachers are uniquely posi-
